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Book tells stories of Belgian 


Algoma 

When Josie LeGrave Wautlet of 
Algoma saw the first issue of her 
book “Francois” come off the 
press, it was, she said, 
“awesome.” 

The Kewaunee County woman’s 
64-page paperback book focuses on 
her Belgian heritage and is based 
on facts and stories told by her 
mother, Lucy, and her grandfather, 
Francois LeGrave, who lived with 
her family while she was growing 
up. /, 

/ j , 

“Francois was an important part 
of our lives,” Mrs. Wautlet said. 

She’d been gathering stories for 
the book for years, but by the time 
she was ready to publish them, her 
eyesight became so poor she 
needed help with editing. The edit¬ 
ing was done by a free-lance writer 
and friend, Liz Howell of Algoma. 

Mrs. Howell described the 
stories written by Mrs. Wautlet as 
“charming bits of pioneer his¬ 
tory.” 

“Francois” includes more than a 
dozen stories that date as far back 
as 1855 in Belgium when Mrs. 
Wautlet’s great-grandfather, Jean 
Alexis LeGrave, who was a 
widower, and his mother and four 


of his five children, including Fran¬ 
cois, then 11, made the decision to 
relocate to America and the Green 
Bay/Brussels area. 

It relates the story of their pass¬ 
age and how the oldest son, 
Joseph, 17, disappeared before they 
sailed. No one has ever been able 
to learn what happened to him or 
his family, if he had any. 

Another story tells of the 
challenge the family faced in con¬ 
structing its first cabin and clearing 
the wilderness near Rosiere in Door 
County. It even includes a 
“recipe” for tanning deer and other 
hides. 

There is the heartbreaking story 
of the 1871 Belgian harvest cel¬ 
ebration called Kermiss and the 
“great fire” Francois could never 
forget. Francois related how he and 
his young wife, Henriette, and 
baby were visiting his wife’s family 
after Kermiss when the disaster of 
the far-spreading Peshtigo Fire 
struck. 

“The slow-burning root fires 
sprang to life, adding an inferno to 
the wind that reached tornado force 
and uprooted and twisted whole 
trees,” Mrs. Wautlet wrote. 

The family raced for the well 
and survived, but others were not 
as fortunate. No homes were left 
standing. It was October, and win¬ 
ter would soon be there. 

They rebuilt, and Francois and 
Henriette’s family grew. Then in 


1878, three (one source says four) 
of the children died of diphtheria 
within a short time and were buried 
on the farm. 

“Francois and Henriette had en¬ 
dured many heartaches but, overall, 
the years had been good to them,” 
Mrs. Wautlet wrote. In 1914, 
“they bought the big, square, stone 
house and new farm over the hill in 
Rosiere, and sold the original farm 
to Florian and Odile LeGrave for 
$100 in 1907. 

“When Frank (Francois’ son) 
married Lucy Reince, he brought 
his bride home to live, as was fit¬ 
ting for the youngest son. Now 
Francois and Henriette were the old 
folks.” 

Francois’ constant companion 
was his French Bible. He spoke 
Belgian, but he learned to read 
French before he came to America 
as a boy. 

“He’d often tell us stories he’d 
read in his Bible. It wasn’t until I 
started to read the Bible on my own 
that 1 realized what he was telling 
us was true, not just another one of 
the stories he so often told us when 
we were growing up,” Mrs. 
Wautlet said. 


pioneers 

Henriette died in 1914. Francois 
died in 1934 at the age of 89, and 
the last chapter of the book tells 
about the final Kermiss he attended 
and the memories it brought of 
such previous events. 

The original LeGrave farm in 
Rosiere is now owned by Clifford 
LeGrave, a great-grandson of Fran¬ 
cois. 

Mrs. Wautlet, 75, was bom in 
Rosiere, graduated from Door- 
Kewaunee County Normal School 
and taught school for four years. 
She and her husband, Edward, op¬ 
erated a 120-acre dairy farm in 
Brussels and reared five children. 

After her retirement to Algoma 
in 1974, Mrs. Wautlet developed a 
course in Walloon, a Belgian 
dialect, for Northeast Wisconsin 
Technical College 

Her book “Francois” is avail¬ 
able by mail for $6.95 plus ship¬ 
ping costs of $1.25 for the first 
copy and 50 cents for each ad¬ 
ditional copy. Also add 5 percent 
sales tax in Wisconsin. Write to 
Josie Wautlet, 1010 Buchanan, 
Algoma, WI 54201. 

—Marcie Baer, 
correspondent 
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Tales from the past 


Josie Wautlet of Algoma focuses on her Belgian 
grandfather in her new book, “Francois.” 


